Abstract. The Network Economy forces managers to pursue opportunities and engage competition through alliances and networks of alliances. Managers and organisations must therefore nurture the skills that successful alliance development and management require, and attain the "partnering mindset" pertinent to this new industrial paradigm. Studies indicate that alliance success remains an elusive aspiration for the majority of organisations, with up to seventy percent failing to meet their initial objectives.
Introduction
It is widely recognised that the degree to which organisations are collaborating to compete, rather than competing as isolated entities, is increasing [1] . Similarly, it is acknowledged that the business community's perception of the nature of competition has changed from an emphasis on individual actors, to a more systemic way of thinking (cf. [2] ). For example, the airline and car industries can no longer be effectively understood if they are viewed in terms of individual organisations.
The emergence of the new paradigm: "The Network Economy", requires managers to think systemically and organisations to acquire the "partnering capabilities" that are necessary for successful collaboration [3] . However, the situation is far from adequate, with studies indicating that up to 70% of alliances fail to meet their initial objectives [4] . Studies attribute failure to a wide-range of factors including cultural, technical, financial, political and strategic aspects that managers fail to fully address. Importantly, most failures are accounted for by "soft" human aspects, rather than "hard" technical aspects.
Despite this, most research and business consulting activity still focuses on the accessible, and rational, "hard" issues of alliance formation, rather than on the more complex "soft" issues involved in alliance management [5] . Furthermore, alliance managers continue to use add-hoc consulting services to support their efforts, rather than developing in-house, long-term methods for generating successful alliances. These deficiencies are redressed by SMART: System for the development, MAnagement and suppoRT of strategic alliances, which is being developed by the SMART Consortium. The project, which started in January 2001, is partially financed by the European Commission's IST Programme.
Fundamentally, SMART will develop an efficient, critical, method-based process for alliance development and management, embedded in decision support software, accompanied by relevant training and support materials.
Alliances
Managerial and academic interest in strategic alliances and the networked corporation have grown rapidly during the past decade; alliances and networks are now a core theme in most strategic management education and writing. Writers have encouraged firms to: become "PALs" [6] ; "collaborate to compete" [7] ; "join forces" [8] ; "team-up" [9] ; and engage in "co-opetition" [10] ; as well as acquire "partnering intelligence" [11] ; "partnering competence" [12] ; "alliance skills" [13] ; and a "network approach" [1] ; whilst seeking "alliance advantage" [14] .
For the purpose of this paper, a strategic alliance is defined as "Any form of long-term co-operation between two or more organisations, where the 'parent' organisations remain separate legal entities, which is intended to fundamentally change the product or service, or its production/delivery method, in a given business unit".
Approaches to alliance study have almost universally been driven by a descriptive agenda (i.e. to explain why phenomenon occur via causal chains), which, stemming from the natural sciences, now prevails in contemporary business research. This has been at the expense of prescriptive research, (i.e. to offer grounded heuristics for application to a practitioner problem) such as is common in "the professions". This has led to much research lacking pragmatic value and might explain why research to date has apparently had so little effect on managerial alliance success. This section provides an introduction to the more immediately-pragmatic research that contributes the background to the SMART Method.
Alliance Lifecycle
Any alliance is inherently dynamic, and will require managers to pursue different activities and take into account changing internal and external pressures throughout its existence, which is usually termed the "alliance lifecycle". Büchel et al. [15] suggest that alliances move through the three self-explanatory phases of: 1) Formation, 2) Adjustment, 3) Evaluation. Murray et al. [16] suggest that this can be further broken-down into the five stages of: 1) Courtship, 2) Negotiation, 3) Start-up, 4) Maintenance, 5) Decision (extension, amicable separation or divorce). Numerous alternative versions, each with their own idiosyncrasies, exist. Nevertheless, there is a high level of concordance between these "action-oriented" models.
There is also a second, complementary vision of the alliance lifecycle, which focuses on the evolution of objectives, processes and relationships over time (cf. [17] ; [18] ; [19] ). The basic premise for this approach is that alliances do not evolve in a deterministic fashion. Moreover, given that they are subject to a multitude of internal and external influences, not least from the evolution of the partners' parent organisations, the direction, structure, and horizons of the alliance are seen as somewhat more evolutionary in nature.
The pragmatic implications of these insights are that although the generic actions required of alliance managers may be foreseeable, most, if not all, aspects of the alliance are uncertain and open to great digression from original plans and intentions. Managers must therefore design an alliance culture, processes and governance structure that will enable unforeseen opportunities to be taken, whilst mitigating unanticipated threats and problems.
The SMART Approach
The goal of the SMART project is: To establish a software-based system and associated support materials that help users to identify opportunities for, then develop, and finally manage strategic alliances. From this starting point, several key method and system requirements were identified:
Contextual record : The system must record, in a parsimonious manner, the relevant contextual history and rationales behind any reasons, decisions and inputs made to the system. This "trail of reasoning" enables decisions to be revisited, perhaps revised and learning-through-mistakes to occur.
Iterative use : A static snapshot of a situation must be able to be recorded for later review, but its content must allow for limitless iterative revisions to ensure contemporaneousness of data and ongoing independent, effective decision-making.
Systematic method : The choice of method, which structures the system, must force the user into a systematic, reflective thought process. In other words, it must structure the analytical method used by the alliance manager so as to increase the coherence, comprehensiveness, clarity, sentience and ultimately, quality of the decision process.
Scoring : The system must have a rating functionality that can quantitatively indicate the likely success of an alliance. The system must either rank, rate, or score the alliance, and indicate the parameters that have the highest and lowest contribution to the given score.
Hypothetical situations : The system must allow for both existing and hypothetical alliances to be modelled. This is to enable the creation of "what-if" scenarios and speculative assessment, before potentially risky implementation.
Modularity : The system must be modular to allow segmented facilitation sessions, multiple entry points at different stages in the alliance, and simple partial usage.
Facilitated process : The system must be simple and quick enough to be used by a trained facilitator, who acts as an intermediary between the final customer and the system. Similarly, the training of facilitators, irrespective of whether they are internal (e.g. departmental manager, alliance specialist), or external (e.g. management consultant, Chamber of Commerce) must be accomplishable within two days of training.
Education : The user must be educated about alliances during the interaction. This enables more informed decision-making and better use of SMART, as well as providing the user with autonomy for future decisions. This negates the time-consuming and expensive reliance on continued management consultant interventions.
The SMART Method and System
The software system consists of three independent "expert-shells 1 " (see Figure 1) , a software front end and an "assessment engine". The three expert shells (or modules), each of which contains a list of relevant success factors, stakeholders and relationships, comprise the SMART method. The first module, The Business Strategy Module, assesses whether the opportunity is a good one, and worth pursuing in the form of an alliance. The subsequent Partner Selection Module speaks for itself. The final, and most comprehensive of the three modules, is The Alliance Management Module. It enables the assessment of the current status of an ongoing alliance, as well as what-if scenarios regarding potential managerial actions.
Pervasive to the system is the important role given to stakeholders. The stakeholder approach to business decision-making is proving increasingly important as the boundaries between organisations blur, legislation and pressure groups gain strength, and it is recognised that collective consensus is required for effective implementation of decisions. For these reasons, the system requires the opinions of pertinent stakeholders to be entered for all success factors in each of the three modules. Should a stakeholder be unavailable to input data, then an informed proxy may do so. The fundamental dimensions on which any opportunity, partner or alliance management policy is rated, depend upon the module as shown in Table 1 . For example, in the Business Strategy Module, a potential idea is evaluated according to its intrinsic quality, its alignment with firm strategy and the appropriateness of forming an alliance to pursue it. If the idea scores too weakly, then the consultation ends, and a new idea is required. If the idea is deemed to be a good one, but an alliance is either unnecessary or inappropriate to pursue the idea, then the consultation ends, and perhaps a different system is used. Assuming, however, that the idea is worth pursuing through an alliance, then the Partner Selection Module is invoked in order to evaluate potential partners for the alliance. This is evaluated according to strategic, organisational and cultural fit. Finally, the Alliance Management Module is used to monitor the performance of the ongoing alliance according 
Within the Modules
The process and functionality of each module is very similar, simply the stakeholders, success factors, relationships and scoring dimensions change. The process is described for the business strategy module. The business strategy module requires the user to reflect upon, and then input replies to two different types of question: 1) Contextual / Descriptive, and 2) Analytical / Evaluation. The contextual questions allow open-ended textual inputs that describe the business and organisational context, including its strategic direction, and the idea, including its history and the assumptions upon which it is based. The recording of these factors is vital for future reference and to render explicit the underlying rationale behind the decision-making.
The analytical questions require each stakeholder to evaluate and score critical success factors. Having been guided through this structured reflective process, the assessment engine calculates the overall scores for the opportunity on the three dimensions. It does so by transforming each stakeholder's rating of each factor into a utility score, and then calculating a weighted average, based on the relative importance of each stakeholder. The system then offers prescriptions for improvement, or adjustment, by identifying the success factors that have the greatest impact on the final scores.
Every input that the user makes to the system is supported by online materials. This is in the form of an html-based electronic advisor providing contextually relevant best practice and analytical tools.
Validating and Testing SMART
To validate and improve the system, a two-step strategy has been adopted. The first stage, which is complete, involved reviewing the system's functionalities against the key system and method requirements that were set before development began. Four end-user partners, affiliated with the project, received copies of the system, and were asked to assess its content and functionalities. These partners were not involved in developing the method and therefore provided useful independent validation. With very little discordance, the four partners felt that the system does:
Provide a Contextual record Allow Iterative use and updates Provide a Systematic method Allow Scoring of options Allow Hypothetical situations Incorporate Modularity Permit a time-efficient Facilitated process Provide Education to the user.
With this simple, but solid base in place, the second and much more complex stage of content validation and real-world system performance validation was started. Six testing criteria were chosen to represent the key criteria for the performance of the system's three functionalities (See Table 2 ). The table highlights the areas that are considered to be most important in light of the project's technical and commercial goals. 
usefulness
The degree to which the system helps users make more analytical, coherent or faster decisions leading to alliance success.
The degree of useful understanding about strategic alliances gained by users.
The degree to which the system allows for knowledge to be captured, for re-use and revision.
verifiability
The degree to which the structure, content and conclusions that lead to alliance success can be corroborated.
The degree to which the structure, content and effects of the educational components can be corroborated.
The degree to which the effectiveness of the knowledge capturing functionality can be corroborated.
falsifiability
The degree to which the structure, content and conclusions that lead to alliance success are testable.
The degree to which the structure, content and effects of the educational components can be tested.
The degree to which the effectiveness of the knowledge capturing functionality can be tested.
credibility
The degree to which the content, structure, inferences and conclusions that lead to alliance success are credible.
The degree to which the content, structure, and effects of the educational components are credible.
The degree to which the knowledge capturing functionality and its effectiveness are credible.
parsimony (usability)
The degree to which the structure, content and conclusions that lead to alliance success are effectively transmitted by minimal representation.
The degree to which the structure, content and effects of the educational components are effectively transmitted through minimal representation.
The degree to which the knowledge capturing functionality is effective with minimal input and revision required.
completeness
The degree to which the system adequately covers the relevant parameters that lead to alliance success.
The degree to which the educational components adequately cover the relevant domain.
The degree to which the knowledge capturing functionality can adequately capture the necessary domain.
Testing these areas has been started on a cumulative basis with expert opinion from two primary sources: 1) management consultants and strategic alliance academics, 2) practicing managers with experience in strategic alliances. To date, six expert focus groups have been held, and more than a dozen middle and senior managers at well-known corporations have been interviewed.
Results from these sessions have been combined with state-of-the-art knowledge on strategic alliances derived from a formal literature search, which together form the current kernel to be tested as a prototype application. The prototype will be tested at venues in the UK within the coming six months, as well as further a field within the next year. By applying the system on real-life alliances in a real-time manner, it is foreseen that the emerging system will gain in validity and accuracy over time.
Having reviewed the background to, structure of, and validation plan for the SMART System, the paper concludes with a short synopsis.
Conclusion
The growth of alliances and emerging importance of "network thinking" by managers has created the need for SMART: System for the development, MAnagement and suppoRT of strategic alliances, being developed under the auspices of the European Commission's IST Programme.
The structure of SMART, which is a software-based decision support system with associated support materials, is based on a managerial method being developed by the project consortium. The method includes three distinct modules that represent the opportunity evaluation, partner selection, and ongoing management phases of an alliance. Within each module, stakeholders evaluate pertinent parameters and give contextual background to the situation and the decision-making rationale.
The system is to be used in a "facilitated" context, where a SMART-approved mediator guides users through the SMART process. The process takes into account the numerous stakeholders that have interests in any given alliance, and will calculate "success scores", based upon dimensions that stakeholders value in these business decisions. Finally, the system offers prescriptions for "score improvement" and managerial action.
The development and validation of the SMART Alliance Method is cumulative, evolutionary and ongoing. As such, through the continued feedback from managers and experts, the system is growing in comprehensiveness and accuracy.
